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furthermore the one interested in investigating HRM-performance link, prove through their work, that it is (e.g. 
Kepes and Delery, 2006; Lepak et al., 2006, Arthur and Boyles, 2007; Boxall and Purcell, 2011). Furthermore 
it can be easily observed that practitioners use the “system” notion when approaching a specific HR activity 
such as: performance evaluation system, recruitment system and others as like. This are the reasons why we 
decided to bring into attention for both academics and practitioners in the field from Romania, the necessity of 
defining HR system, with respect to the ones that already did that. 
The purpose of this paper is to shed some light into HR system conceptualization and its specificity for 
Romanian business context. The paper is far from proposing a different innovative definition or characteristics 
of HR systems, but it aims at first, synthesizing different perspectives of HR system conceptualization 
(definitions, features, components, variables considered when developing the systems and typologies related), 
then at exploring the way in which practitioners and academics from our country address this subject. This 
paper will not bend on methodological implications that can be raised, due to the fact that this field is also 
extensive and does not make our subject in the paper. 
Having a more exploratory purpose, we adopted a qualitative approach, interviewing five experts in the field 
(four HR practitioners and consultants and one academic person). Their opinion on the same elements reached 
in the literature was gathered. In the end we draw some conclusion emphasising to HR system preliminary 
perspectives into Romanian business context. 
2. Evolutions of HR systems conceptualization 
Research on HR systems developed into SHRM framework, when studies showed that considering only 
specific, individual HR practices won’t explain the link between HRM and performance. Even though literature 
in the field did not reach an agreement on many, researcher agreed with the fact that systemic approach is better 
when analyzing its impact on organizational performance (e.g. Becker and Huselid, 1998; Macky and Boxall, 
2007).  
Looking back into SHRM history, Kepes and Delery (2006) consider that the first attempts of defining HR 
systems appeared 30 years ago when Miles and Snow (1984) presented three types of HRM systems designed 
in order to fit with the organization’s strategy. When we further analyze the brief history of HRM strategy and 
HR systems’ evolution made by researchers like Kepes and Delery (2006) and Allen and Wright (2007) we can 
argue that back in ’80s the focus was on HR systems developed for each HR function (e.g. recruitment & 
selection, compensations, development). Starting 1990, some studies have focused on describing HR systems 
as instruments for gaining an overall goal of the organization, such as a certain level of employees’ 
commitment, a lower level of production costs (Arthur, 1994) or high performance work systems (Huselid, 
1995). This perspective moved the HR system conceptualization at a higher level. For example Becker and 
Gerhart (1996) sustained that the concept of HR system must be viewed as an important asset because if it is 
properly integrated within the operational activities of the organization, may bring competitive advantage. 
Same authors identified the main three components of HR systems - philosophy, policies and “practice 
process” - and also approached the concept of HR architecture – HR system components integration  .  
Yet, how can HR systems and HR architecture be defined? A conceptual definition of HR system can be 
created using the concepts within the syntax. The Romanian explanatory dictionary defines the concept of 
system as “aggregated, interdependent elements (principles, rules, forces, etc.) that form an organized unit (…) 
that makes a practical activity to work according to its aim” (DEX, 2009). Thus, through inference we can state 
that HR systems are aggregated, interdepended HR activities/elements that form an organized unit and work 
together in order to gain a certain strategic aim. In our view the key concepts within this definition are: 
aggregated and interdependent HR activities, organized unit, working together. While the first two can be 
implemented rather easily by an organization, the third element “working together” is more difficult to 
evaluate, with respect to studies that approached and tried to prove the synergetic effects of interrelated 
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practices (e.g. Becker et al., 1997; Becker and Huselid, 1998; Delery, 1998; Purcell and Kinnie, 2007; Macky 
and Boxall, 2007). 
However, more operational definitions developed over time even though according to Arthur and Boyles 
(2007) HR systems conceptualization was rather elusive. The attempts identified back in the ‘90s refers to HR 
system as “a set of distinctive, but interrelated activities, functions and processes that are directed at attracting, 
developing and maintaining (or disposing of) the firm’s human resources” (Lado and Wilson, 1994, p. 701). A 
relatively recent definition sustains that HR systems/models represents clusters of work practices and 
employment ones, oriented to a certain group of employees (Boxall and Macky, 2009). An even recent 
definition developed on the one mentioned before is proposed by Boxall and Purcell (2011) and states that “HR 
systems are clusters of work and employment practices that have evolved to manage major hierarchical or 
occupational groups in the firm” (Boxall and Purcell, 2011, p. 228-229).  This latter definition introduce a very 
important aspect of HR systems: the importance of “whom”. This means that adapting HR system to different 
categories of employees is imperious. In other words, literature in the field emphasised the importance of 
identifying variables to be considered when developing HR systems in order to create typologies. Some 
typologies were identified and will be briefly presented in one of the below sections. 
Considering HR architecture, two perspectives were identified: i) it is composed of the different HR systems 
implemented into an organization (Lepak and Snell, 1999); ii) it is composed of different HR activities at 
different levels of abstraction (philosophy, policies, practices, processes) within an HR system (Kepes and 
Delery, 2006), the issue of fit, which will be discussed further, being raised.  
3. HR systems components and the problem of “fit” 
Studies in the field identify some common components of HR systems such as: philosophy/principles, 
policies and practices. The HR philosophy represents the guiding principles within a HR system, describing the 
way in which employees are valued by the organization (Kepes and Delery, 2006). HR policies are defined as 
organizational goals and objectives proposed by the HRM (Arthur and Boyles, 2007) and latter, HR practices 
are defined as being “broad techniques” used to implement the HR policies (Kepes and Delery, 2006, p. 61) or 
as being some “specific organizational actions designed to achieve some specific outcomes” (Lepak et al., 
2007).  Other components illustrated into the literature are HR processes (Kepes and Delery, 2006, 2007), HR 
programs and HR climate (Arthur and Boyles, 2007). 
Inevitable, when discussing HR systems’ components, the problem of fit emerges.  At the beginnings of the 
research into SHRM field, the “universalistic” perspective of HR system arose (e.g. Pfeffer, 2010), lately being 
also the most criticised one (e.g. Boxall and Purcell, 2011). The other two approaches of fit were “contingency” 
(e.g. Toh et al., 2008) and “configurational” perspectives (Delery, 1998), being the most exploited into 
research. 
At the beginning of the debates the issues on horizontal or internal and vertical or external fit emerged (e.g. 
Arthur, 1994, Huselid, 1995).  Later, both approaches were further developed. For example Wood (1999), 
besides the recognition of internal fit, developed three more approaches to external fit: the strategic, the 
organizational and environmental fit. Other developments were built on the internal fit, Kepes and Delery 
(2007) proposing four different types: between the HR system components, at different level of abstraction; 
inter- HRM activities from different areas, as between performance evaluation and training practices; intra-
HRM activities within a certain HR area (which is called in common language a system, for example 
recruitment system); and between HR systems within the organization.  
When debating internal fit two other notions are discussed: coherence (‘bundle of HR practices’) and 
consistency (e.g. Baron and Kreps, 1999; Boxall and Purcell, 2011). If coherence refers to intra-HR activities 
and inter-HR activities alignments, consistency addresses the issue considering the employees, researchers 
finding three types: same actions for employees doing the same work, same employee treatment on a certain 
period of time, aligned action for one employee (Baron and Kreps, 1999). 
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However a recent, remarkable conceptualization of fit is made by Paauwe et al. (2013) who critically 
overview the literature in the field and propose addressing the fit taking into consideration four other “missing 
elements”: the role of line managers in implementation process, the role of employees’ perceptions, the theory 
person-environment fit, and the difference between actual and implemented practices (Paauwe et al., 2013). 
4. A brief review of HR systems typologies 
Considering the objectives that HR systems need to respond, Lepak et al. (2006) identified six types: high 
performance work systems, high involvement system, high-commitment systems, control system of HR, HR 
system for occupational safety and HR system for customer service. However, within each HR systems type the 
combination of practices may differ while the same objective is pursued. This perspective brings to light the 
concept of “equifinality” (Kehoe and Collins, 2008; Boxall and Purcell, 2011; Boxall, 2013). Here, another 
important mentions has to be made: even though the combination of practices differ we need to take into 
consideration the way in which these practices are perceived by the employees (Nishii et al., 2008). 
Regarding the ‘resource based view’ theory, Lepak and Snell (2007) proposed four HR systems considering 
the strategic value and uniqueness of the employees and also the employment subsystems. According to the 
authors there are: (1) “core” knowledge workers (high strategic value and uniqueness) who needs a 
commitment-based HR system, (2) “compulsory” knowledge workers (high strategic value, but rather low 
uniqueness) to whom productivity-based HR system is recommended, (3) “idiosyncratic” knowledge workers 
(high uniqueness, but rather low strategic value) with collaborative HR system recommendation and (4) 
“ancillary” knowledge workers (low uniqueness and low strategic value) to whom compliance-based HR 
system are suited (Lepak and Snell, 2007, pp. 212-216). 
An operational perspective on HR system typology is developed by Toh et al. 2008, after conducting a 
research on 661 USA organizations from different industry sectors, including governmental and non-profit 
ones. Five sets of HR practices/systems were identified, taking into consideration the AMO framework (A-
ability, M-motivation, O-opportunity) and variables like organizational values and structure. The systems were 
named after the goals pursued: commitment maximizers with innovative HR practices, cost minimizers with low 
interest in investing into employees, contingent motivators which refers to using different contingent pay 
systems, competitive motivators – offering competitive wages and resource makers – offering attention to 
recruitment and selection and training and development (including empowerment and teams problem solving) 
(Toh et al., 2008). 
Another study, which tried to classify the HR practices that apply to middle managers exposed two clusters: 
maintenance-oriented and performance-oriented, both conducting to firm performance, but through different 
paths – for the first one the relationship is mediated by continuance commitment, as for the second the 
relationship is mediated by affective commitment (Gong et al., 2009). 
However, the most extensive typology of HR systems is proposed by Boxall and Purcell (2011), describing 
the philosophy and goals that stands behind each system as well as the organizational context taken into 
consideration (e.g. organization’s dimension, industry, organizational structure). Seven such HR systems were 
developed: familial, informal, industrial, salaried, high-involvement, craft-professional and outsourcing model 
(for an extended description please see Boxall and Purcell, 2011, pp. 232-243). This typology was used also 
into our research in order to see if the same HR models can be found into Romanian business context, 
considering that the way in which the practices are implemented depends on the country and industry variables 
(Ahmad úi Schroeder, 2003), as well as the way in which the practices are perceived by the employees (Nishii 
et al., 2008). 
Following this lead, a very interesting approach of HR system is the one made by Bowen and Ostroff (2004) 
when drawing up the notion of the “strength” of the HR system. Even though it cannot be seen as a typology, 
this perspective deserves to be taken into consideration because it emphasis on characteristics that a HR system 
should have in order to achieve its purpose. The authors did not identify certain HR practices that can be used, 
but they described the process throughout the employee will get motivated in order to manifest certain attitudes 
638   Carmen Claudia Aruştei /  Procedia Economics and Finance  32 ( 2015 )  634 – 641 
and behaviours desired by the organization. Considering the attribution theory, the consistent message on what 
HRM is can be transmitted to employees, if the three main features are satisfied: HR distinctiveness (in terms 
of visibility, understandability, legitimacy of authority, and relevance), HR consistency (in terms of 
instrumentality, validity and consistent message – actual and perceived relation, internal consistency and 
stability over time), and consensus (agreement among employees influenced by the level of agreement between 
HRM decision makers and the fairness of HR system) (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004). If just one of the features is 
not accomplished, then the HR system is considered to be weak and the message sent to employees may be 
ambiguous.    
5. HR systems into Romanian business context 
5.1. Research methodology 
Considering Boxall (2013) recommendation we approached HR systems from an analytical perspective, our 
purpose being to preliminary explore the way in which the HR systems are understood and developed in 
Romanian business context. We also tried to emphasis some traits of HR systems into our context 
(organizational and cultural). In order to achieve this aim we used the qualitative method and conducted five 
semi-structured interviews (the guiding line contained 12 questions) with HR experts (2 HR practitioners, 2 HR 
consultants and 1 specialist from academic field). The informants were chosen from those participating at an 
HR conference in Iasi that took place last year. They were contacted online. Out of 20 persons contacted five 
responded positively. The interview guideline was sent to them before the discussion took place. The 
interviews were made face to face or by telephone.  
The two practitioners work into HR department from IT firms and have almost 3 years or 3+ years of 
experience in the field, each one changed 2 firms during this time. One of the informant works in a small 
Romanian owned, from Iasi and the other person works in the Iasi subsidiary of an multinational organization, 
with very high flexibility on applying new HR practices. Each of the two consultants have been working into 
HR field for more than 10 years, within more than five firms, multinational and national ones. Thus they 
activated on Iasi, Bucharest and Brasov market. At this moment they are HR consultant freelancers, specialised 
in recruitment and selection field. The last informant is a university professor with more than 20 years 
experience who offers also HR consultancy. Because the informants wanted to remain anonymous, in order to 
build the results section we will use some symbols: P1 for the first HR practitioner questioned and P2 for the 
second one, respectively C1 and C2 for the HR consultants and A1 for the academic. 
5.2. Important results and discussions 
The first four questions of the interview addressed the conceptualization of HR systems topic considering its 
definition, components and features that assure the functionality of the system. Besides considering the fact that 
all these questions were consider to have a really high level of abstraction, the answers were rather similar. All 
the informants gave examples of HR activities/functions that contribute to designing HR systems. A distinctive 
HR activity described by practitioners as well as by consultants as being high important was the “employers’ 
brand”. This activity represents one of the main focus of large firms, but it is not in attention of smaller ones.  
A single consultant (C1) offered a more structured definition: “The HR system represents a set of HR 
actions like talent attracting, talent development and maintenance in order to achieve the basic aim of the 
organization on short or long term.” Of course this conducted to the question what is the difference between 
HR system and HR strategy. The answer was rather elusive, but some insights came from one of the 
practitioners, emphasising that: the main difference is that the system support the HR strategy; while the HR 
system is more rigorous (it cannot be totally changed, except in case of radical changes like mergers and 
acquisitions or revolutionary management), the HR strategy is more dynamic, more flexible. Informant A1 
considers that HR systems and HR strategy refer to the same subject.  
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Considering the HR systems components, beside the ones presented into the literature (e.g. Becker and 
Gerhart, 1996; Arthur and Boyles, 2007; Kepes and Delery, 2006) – philosophy, policies, practices, HR 
climate, programs, processes – three others were proposed: HR indicators, HR procedures and HR instruments 
(e.g.job description). Even though HR procedures may be included into HR processes area, we decided to 
separately present it, in order to emphasis its meaning for Romanian firms. HR indicators were mentioned by 
C1 being a way in which the effectiveness of practices and processes is measured, as well as the way in which 
the employees’ work is evaluated. From all these components the most important ones are consider to be either 
the processes (C1, P1) and procedures (C1), either the innovative practices (C2, P2) or the HR philosophy (C1, 
A1), if it is properly implemented. The functionality of the HR system raised another “moving ridge”, but the 
essence was that the HR specialist should be the most attentive person from an organization and he/she is 
always gathering information on the impact that any implemented HR practice has.  Also C1 pointed out the 
importance of guiding principles that both managers and HR strategist should have: “(...) the organization 
works with human beings, and all the practices, programs, processes should take into consideration the human 
uniqueness.” Also the alignment of HR system with the organizational objectives represents another factor. 
Another remarkable aspect was raised by P1 who emphasised the importance of HR system being understood 
by the employees in order to increase commitment to organization and organizational goals. This approach 
follows the idea of the strength of the HR system proposed by Bowen and Ostroff (2004), communication 
practices being most important in this case. Another aspect brought into attention by P2 was the same 
alignment discussed before: “Only HR practices that the organization needs should be proposed and 
implemented. Only because other firms apply some practices, it doesn’t mean I need them and will work for 
me. Fashion doesn’t apply here. For example I heard that a firm started a “motivational program” for line 
managers by sending them to develop coaching skills, even though they didn’t have the basic communication 
and interrelation skills...”. Also C2 sustained that he was part of a large organization which had a very detailed 
and dense HR system covering all sorts of HR areas, but they didn’t actually used them because the focus was 
on hiring the best technical people, without paying too much attention to person-organization fit. As a result, 
the turnover was high and employees lived organization in 2-4 years. Among other characteristics of an HR 
system, besides the consistency and coherence agreement and the one mentioned before, the flexibility and 
changing promoter -without changing it too often because the employees will be disoriented– were other 
important aspects. For example C2 underlined that on a competitive and dynamic market, such IT industry is, 
bringing innovative practices or at least adapting the ones you have is imperious. The next two questions 
referred to Romanian business context and factors that need to be taken into consideration when building an 
HR system. Basically the business environment is seen as being reactive and unplanned (A1, C1, C2, P2) and 
there is a real “jungle” on competitive markets, for example when recruiting actions are not according to ethical 
principles (P2, A1). Also corruption was mentioned, along with the dependency on the public policies which 
are not supporting the business environment (A1, C2). The C1 response was very acid: “Romania doesn’t have 
experienced Romanian managers. When a person becomes a manager, without generalizing, but I did 
encountered a lot of this example, he/she loses the respect for their employees, stops investing in people 
development and becomes authoritative without even listening what employees have to say.” The cause found 
was the mistake made by the organizations when hiring the best technical person and not the one with 
managerial skills. Another aspect of Romanian context was that the labour market is polarised (A1, C1): 
professional employment in certain industries like IT (high qualified employees are hard to find) or 
“unprofessionalized” human resources (A1: “hiring a person who’s profession doesn’t help him do the job I’m 
hiring for”). Considering the factors/variables that can be taken into consideration when developing an HR 
system, same variables like in the literature in the field emerged, such as: organization dimension, the industry, 
the business model/structure, the management talent, the employees’ profile/occupational groups. C1 made a 
remarkable observation: “Romanian people are naturally (as culturally) inclined to activity organization and 
does not need procedures for everything”. Finally, the lasts question were referring at the presence of HR 
systems that Boxall and Purcell (2011) drawn into Romanian business context. All informants agreed with the 
fact that all the systems listed above can be identified within the organizations from Romania. However, most 
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of the small Romanian firms adhere to either familial or informal system, high involvement HR system is more 
likely to be included into professional one (C1). A different opinion is underlined by P1 who sustained that the 
firm where he works is oriented to implement such system, being very careful on recruitment and selection 
activities, discussing any decision before implementing it and supporting effective learning and development. 
They also adhere to the informal system (being a small firm which is managed by the owner), but they do have 
the main focus on developing a quality and client oriented culture.  
6. Conclusion 
The present paper aimed at shedding some light into HR system conceptualization into Romanian business 
context. After conducting this preliminary exploratory research, one thing is certain: even though the HR 
system exists in each firm (each one with its own characteristics and features), no matter the organization 
dimension, the notion of HR system is discussed mostly into the large firms. Also, the way the informants 
approached the questions during the interview underlined the HR position into the organization as seen by the 
management. When the HR was seen as having a strategic role, the informants approached the HR system as a 
“change promoter”, but when the HR had only an operational purpose, then its activities focus only onto 
implementing the organizational strategy. Even though same insights like those presented into the literature 
were identified (like the variables took into consideration when building/adapting the HR system), there were 
also some specific elements that resulted from our analysis (the importance of system flexibility, the 
importance of processes, some new HR systems’ components like HR instruments and HR indicators). Without 
making any generalizations, but also without thinking that the large organizations described below is unique in 
its actions, we cannot help but wonder if they will pay more attention to implementing its procedures, will they 
achieve higher goals? On competitive markets, HR practices are already copied (e.g. everybody has a “benefit 
basket”) and used by everyone, the turnover is high, but it isn’t exceeding a calculated percent so is accepted, 
and in this context, at lower levels nobody sits and make analysis. The plants fight between each other in order 
to gain a project from mother-company and then make everything possible to successfully accomplish the 
project expectations. This “everything possible”, of course will respect some written policies, and some 
processes, but other than that, the practices and indicators used, the ways in which the practices are 
implemented are so different. On the other hand, small, local firms, in order to resist multinationals on long 
term, need to develop high commitment or high involvement work systems and to create a “strong” HR 
climate. This is how they can gain competitive advantage through its human resources. 
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